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Panama and the US are locked in a serious argument about the extent to which the US is obliged
to clean up military properties it has occupied for nearly 90 years before they revert to Panama
after Dec. 31, 1999. Under the 1977 Carter-Torrijos Treaties, the US must "take all measures
to insure insofar as may be practicable that every hazard to human life, health, and safety" is
removed from the reverted areas. The US must also provide Panama all "information concerning
environmental hazards caused by its activities in Panama" and compensate Panama for any
irreversible environmental damage (see NotiCen, 07/03/97 and 07/17/97).
Of the 15,000 hectares the US has used for target ranges or for storage and testing of toxic and other
hazardous materials, 12,000 ha have been cleaned up. However, US Defense Department officials
say unexploded ordnance and other dangerous materials cannot be located and removed from
the remaining 3,000 ha because they are covered with dense vegetation. In addition to unexploded
ordnance, these areas are known to have been storage sites and testing grounds for nerve gases,
mustard and phosgene gases, biological agents, and depleted uranium projectiles.
The Defense Department maintains that technology does not exist to safely restore these areas, and
attempting to do so would uproot trees and cause other environmental damage that would make
the remedy worse than the problem. Col. David Hunt of the US Southern Command (SOUTHCOM)
said intervention in the environmentally fragile areas would be detrimental to the climate and the
canal. He said that any hazardous materials still buried there no longer present a danger.
Both Panama and the US agree that detection and removal of these materials would be costly
and could damage the ecological system. But Panamanian authorities insist that cost should not
be a consideration in the cleanup, and they noted that 21 people have already been killed by live
ordnance in these areas. They also claim that a thorough cleanup is technically feasible and that
similar restorations have been done in the US.
Panama has also complained that the US has stalled for years in answering requests for detailed
information on the materials stored or used on the bases and test ranges. The Washington
correspondent for the newspaper El Panama America reported in October that some Defense
Department officials believe delaying the cleanup could allow the US to keep a "residual presence"
in Panama after the end of 1999. SOUTHCOM says after 1999, it is up to Panama Relying on
the phrase "insofar as may be practicable," the Defense Department has tried to limit the US
responsibility to restore all areas in question.
In early November, SOUTHCOM engineer Rogelio Preciado said the department cannot remain
in Panama forever cleaning up the bases and is only liable for restoring contaminated areas until
the Dec. 31, 1999, deadline. After that, Panamanian complaints would have to go through regular
diplomatic channels, meaning Panama would no longer have juridical recourse under the treaty.
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The areas that would remain contaminated comprise only 2% of the 139,000 ha used by the US. The
Defense Department says the 2% could be declared areas of limited use and turned into ecological
reserves.
Rick Stauber, a former employee at the US Army bomb- disposal school and now a consultant to
the Panamanian government, accused the US military of trying to tone down his reports on the
seriousness of the ordnance problem. In the CBS television program 60 Minutes, Stauber and other
critics charged the US military with trying to sneak out of Panama next year leaving a lethal mess
behind. The television expose appeared to bring the two governments closer together in damagecontrol talks. A White House spokesperson said both governments had reached an understanding
that it was not worth damaging the rain forest to remove a few explosives.
However, despite White House assurances, Panama does not seem to accept the US view that
"insofar as may be practicable" means the cleanup ends next year. Though the Panamanian
government agrees that final cleanup is not possible before the 1999 deadline, it wants the US to
finish the job. Foreign Minister Jorge Ritter said there is agreement with the US that the cleanup will
continue after Dec. 31, 1999. "We have an understanding in principle that the obligation remains
even after the expiration of the canal treaties on Dec. 31, 1999, without any implication that it would
prolong the military presence of the US." What remains is to agree on what "insofar as may be
practicable" really means. (Sources: The New York Times, 10/14/98; El Panama America, 10/04/98,
10/11/98, 11/09/98, 11/10/98, 11/11/98; Notimex, 10/08/98, 10/27/98, 11/15/98)
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